transgression. When the main characters from Harold and Kumar Go to White Castle (Danny Leiner, 2004 ) get stuck in a women's public bathroom, they are delighted by the opportunity to spy on two attractive female students. Their pleasure quickly turns to disgust, however, when the girls have a defecation contest called "battleshits." Instead of nudity and sensual girl talk, the boys are forced to witness a cacophony of laughter and flatulence, and compelled to cover their noses to block the foul odours. Yet this gross-out is only momentary: once the boys escape, they avoid the girls for the rest of the film. Such sequences remain but fleeting reminders of female abjection and are rarely sustained for the length of an entire movie like they are in Dirty Love.
Dirty Love
Dirty Love was penned and produced by its star, Playboy Bunny turned MTV personality and comedian, Jenny McCarthy. Though directed by her now estranged husband John Asher, it is fair to say this is McCarthy's project. The film plainly builds on McCarthy's particular brand of base, bawdy humour-one that she has been cultivating since her early television work on "Singled Out" , "The Jenny McCarthy Show" (1997), and "Jenny" (1997-98) . Not only does the film tout a mostly female cast, it also deals with the embodied experience of being female in an unrestrained and often unpalatable way.
In the film, McCarthy plays Rebecca, a Hollywood fashion photographer whose relationship with her model-lothario boyfriend Richard (former Playgirl model Victor Webster) ends abruptly when she discovers him having sex with another woman. She is completely distraught by Richard's infidelity, and becomes even more upset when she realizes that she cannot return to their apartment. When her friends attempt to retrieve her things on her behalf, they discover Richard has also destroyed all of her professional photography equipment. Thus not only has Rebecca been betrayed and dumped by the man Pivot 2.1 she loves, she is also homeless, broke and unable to work. The rest of the film tracks Rebecca's attempts to cope with and move on from her break-up. This inevitably leads to some bad decisions with disastrous but comedic results. The film becomes a parade of embarrassing episodes that generate humour through the emergence of McCarthy's grotesque body.
The grotesque body is also a degraded body. Degradation is an essential component of grotesque realism, the gross-out comedy, and the comedic mode more generally. The grotesque avows: "the lowering of all that is high, spiritual, ideal, abstract; it is a transfer to the material level, to the sphere of earth and body in their indissoluble unity" (Bakhtin 19) . What has been lowered here that has caused such a fuss is McCarthy herself.
Aside from being an actor and a comedian, having posed for Playboy a number of times, Jenny McCarthy is also a revered sex symbol. As an object of a masculine gaze, she is already a spectacle. She uses this to her full advantage in Dirty Love where her attractiveness is aggressively and consistently undercut by her gags. The erotic charge of her idealized body is constantly undermined by the intermittent emergence of her grotesque body.
Take for example the film's theatrical poster (Fig. 1) . It features Jenny McCarthy framed in a medium shot against a white background. She wears midrise jeans, which expose her taught waist, and a skimpy low-cut vest that just barely contains her ample cleavage. She looks longingly at the camera with her mouth provocatively agape. These details are all designed to emphasize McCarthy's position as a sexual object. And yet other elements of the poster actively undermine this position. The tagline reads "Got Dumped?" which refers to romantic rejection, but it also doubles as slang for defecation. The allusion to the elimination of waste resonates well with the "dirty" of the film's title (which is itself an allusion to the act of intercourse). In addition, the tagline is clearly a spoof of the popular "Got Milk to male passerbys, and commiserates with a homeless man after stealing a drag of his cigarette. Rebecca's uncontained rage and sadness literally bring her to her knees. This is a low point for her, and yet beneath her feet are the idealized "stars" of Hollywood and the glamour they represent. From very early on, Dirty Love promises to explore the volatile intimacy between the high and the low.
The Unruly Woman
Jenny McCarthy shares many characteristics with the trope of the unruly woman, as does Rebecca. By virtue of being a woman in a gross-out comedy, she "transgresses boundaries and steps out of her proper place" (Rowe 42) . The unruly woman incites chaos by trying to prevail over men; her way of speaking is excessive; she plays the fool and is self-deprecating; she is sexually active, or even promiscuous; and she shares an affinity with filth, boundaries, and taboo (Rowe 31). However, unlike the unruly woman, McCarthy, and the character she plays, is not outwardly or obviously grotesque. Rowe claims the unruly woman exploits her visual power "as rule-breaker, joke-maker, and public, bodily spectacle" (12). For Rowe, however 
Demystification
Dirty Love uses Rebecca and her friends to make a comic spectacle of the practices and performances required to maintain the seemingly effortless perfection of the conventional feminine body. The unruly woman "'makes visible' what is supposed to remain concealed: the artifice of femininity, the gap between an impossible role and the woman playing it" (Rowe 6).
The film takes place in Los Angeles, a city known for its obsession with surface and pretense. All three of the main characters are part of professions that are concerned with representation: Rebecca is a fashion photographer, Carrie (Kim Heskin) is an actor (though a discernibly bad one), and Michelle (Carmen Electra) is a sadistic aesthetician who tears the hair off of her clients' bodies with unadulterated glee. Furthermore, Michelle also deliberately speaks Ebonics, and presents herself using aggressive feminine posturing. This affectation is a source of humour, but it also serves to highlight the artificiality of her persona and illuminate the underlying performances that animate identity more generally.
The film focuses on the masochistic labour that goes into creating the female body in order to expose its artifice. In an early scene Rebecca bounces up and down while grunting as she tries to fit a pair of tight jeans up over her thighs. As she prepares for a blind date, we see McCarthy in a point-of-view shot in the mirror, wearing a cleansing facemask. She reads the instructions that tell her to remove the mask "with one smooth motion." Only she finds it coming off in pieces, one painful bit at a time. She yelps "ow!" repeatedly, contorting her face into absurd expressions of agony. Later, as Rebecca and her friends are preening before a night out, all three are seen in the mirror applying make-up in various states of undress, with their hair in rollers, clips, and clamps. Rebecca shaves her armpits, and then proceeds to trim her facial hair. Carrie obsessively pinches her belly "fat," squeezes a pimple on her face, and places a pair of silicon inserts into her bra. Michelle douses her hair with hair spray, and admiring her reflection then comments: "I may be hungry but at least I look good!" All of these gestures and performances make it abundantly clear that their looks are achieved after a labour intensive process of disciplining their bodies in order to make them conventionally attractive. Rebecca not only has her breasts vomited on, she has an entire table of food dumped on her, and is subjected to a number of sexual humiliations-one involving an encounter with a partner who cajoles her into using a frozen sea bass as a prop. The residual fishy odor persists on Rebecca's body the following day.
As the girls attempt to rouse Rebecca from her bed, they lift the is the film's most derided scene, and its most squirm-inducing protracted gag: she bleeds menstrual fluid all over the floor of a supermarket. A surprise visit from "Aunt Flo" makes Rebecca realize that she is out of sanitary supplies and forces her to "Can We Get a Cleanup On Aisle 2?" make a trip to the supermarket. As she hovers in the personal hygiene aisle, frantically scanning the shelves for a box of affordable tampons, she realizes she is unable to buy any of them. Much to her dismay the only kind in her price range are elephantine maximum absorbency pads. Just as she sighs in frustration, she begins to leak blood all over the floor. Panicked, she grabs the pads and races to the washroom. Finding it occupied, she runs towards the checkout only to spot her ex, Richard, nearby. To avoid him, she sprints across the supermarket all the while gasping and making a myriad of comical grimaces. In a perversion of the proverbial banana peel gag, an elderly woman creeping along the meat aisle accidentally slips on Rebecca's bloody trail. She drops her grocery basket and falls on her back, crying "Help! I've fallen…" She tries to sit up, only to notice the blood on the arm of her blue cardigan, "…and I'm bleeding. Oh no!" While this moment is played up for ultimate slapstick effect, Rebecca's menstrual mire is quickly turned into dangerous territory in more ways than one. The checkout presents another obstacle. Now that the maxi pads are out of their package, the cashier is unable to scan them. "Irv," the cashier asks over the PA system, "can we get a price check on the supersize maxi pads for the woman who keeps bleeding all over the store?" Rebecca's eyes widen in shock then narrow in rage. She begins slapping the cashier with the two fistfuls of maxi pads she is maniacally clutching in her hands. Wild with shame and frustration, she then dashes out the door with the store's security guard in pursuit. She eventually outraces him, but not before running a near marathon through the streets of Los Angeles, jumping in and out of bushes, the large blood stain at her back getting smaller in the distance. This is the most graphic depiction of menstruation to ever be committed to the screen. It certainly generates disgust, but the sheer volume of blood brings it into the realm of the absurd. It dramatizes the fear of both discovery and contamination that undergird typical narratives of menstruation, and brings them to levels of operatic and comedic excess. And yet it inspired nothing but vitriol from critics.
Eric Snider described this particular scene as awful, and explained "it's a prime example of the difficulty of gross-out humor: if it's not funny, it's just gross." And Ebert sermonized that: "Yes, it takes nerve to star in a scene where you plop down in a supermarket aisle surrounded by a lake of your own menstrual blood. But to expect an audience to find that funny verges on dementia." But the backlash from critics says less about Dirty Love than it does about latent cultural anxieties about the female body.
A Fine (Panty) Line
Gross-out comedies "seek to evoke a response based on transgression of what is usually allowed in 'normal' or 'polite' society. They test how far they can go" (King 67 ). However the gross-out comedy also aims to achieve a balance between disgust and comic pleasure (King 68) . Food, sex, excrement, blasphemy are all fair game if they are "presented obliquely enough to be socially acceptable" (Rowe 44) . But when something is deemed more disgusting than comical, it reveals the existence of a strongly policed cultural boundary (King 68) . playing all over town, and get her a pass, and require her to go to four movies a day until she gets the idea.
And if critics were not pitying McCarthy or demonstrating contempt for her and her female castmates, they were sympathizing with Eddie Kaye Thomas, the film's male lead.
They maintained that he deserved better (Aronsky) . They insisted that he was the "lone voice of sanity and talent in this mess" (Cornelius) . And finally, they applauded him for "giving his all to something that did not deserve the effort" (Havens) .
Curiously, there is no mention of his turn in American Pie. He having some misgivings about including it in the final cut: "We certainly had real debates about whether we were drifting into territory we should leave to the men" (qtd. in Angelo). While women in comedy may have gained new ground on the terrain of pop culture, the "crass ceiling" remains. Society persistently has different expectations for women.
Conclusion: Plunging from the Pedestal
Dirty Love never achieved the box-office credibility or the critical accolades that Bridesmaids did. However, it generously volunteered a genuine gross-out comedy about women and the hyperbolic embodied experience of being female. In doing so the film has inadvertently tapped into comedy's radical liberating potential to be anti-authoritarian and disruptive. In Dirty Love's hostile reception is indicative of our inability to wholeheartedly embrace women making spectacles of themselves on screen. The film serves as a reminder that laughter is conditional upon shifting constellations of social and cultural values. These values have and will continue to change over time. As Stanley observes: "It used to be that women were not funny. Then they couldn't be funny if they were pretty. Now a female comedian has to be pretty-even sexyto get a laugh." The current passel of attractive female comedians on the cultural roster certainly attests to this. They include the likes of Tina Fey, Chelsea Handler, Amy Poehler, Sarah Silverman, and Kristin Wiig. Rosie White remarks that their "language, behaviours, and dress employ stereotypes of femininity to fuel a comedy which is dark and challenging, provoking discomfort as much as laughter" (357). Stanley's assertion, though it is a premature conclusion and a precarious oversimplification of the issue, rightly points to the fact that whatever the pattern, "it is still about how the woman in comedy looks" (White 357) .
McCarthy is distinct from her peers in that she is primarily known for her erotic desirability. While the sexualized female body can be used to stir up trouble, Janet Wolff is skeptical of 
